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ABSTRACT

This bulletin summarizes and interprets some of the
main findings of "The Reading Problem in the United States,"™ by
Abraham Carp, Chapter IIXI of "The Information Base for Reading: A
Critical Review of the Information Base for Current Assumptions
Regarding the Status of Instruction and Achievement in Reading in the
United States,” the final report of a study prepared for the U. S.
Office of Education (se= ED 054 922). The task for Chapter III was to
"survey the literature published in the U. S. between 1960 and 1970
to determine the extent of the reading problem in the country, and to
identify, analyze, and summarize existing survey and test data which
indicate the reading ability of various populations in relation to
'individual and social needs'.” But most of the literature available
for review compared a defined population's reading ability only with
another population. Some research compariny reading ability with the
criteria of individual and social need was in preparation, but
available data consisted primarily of: (1) data on illiteracy
renorted by the U. S. Census Bureau; {(2) data on presumed functional
literacy as indicated by completion of 5, 8, and 12 years of
schooling; and (3) grade achievement on nationally normed reading
tests. Tables of the data obtained in each ol the areas are provided.
It was concluded that the data base is insufficient for adequate
estimates of the present deficit in functional literacy. Research to
find out what pupils need to be taught to keep them reading into
adulthood is recommended. A bibliography is provided. (For related
documents, see TM 002 357, 385.) (KM)
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I. RESEARCH 1960-1970 ON THE READING FROBLEM IN THE UNITED STA1ES

Paul B. Diederich

This bulletn 15 a digest and mterpretation o some oi the
main findings reported i Chapter HiL “The Reading Proo-
lem m the  mited States.”™ by Abwabam Carp n The Infor-
mation Buse for Readmng. A Chatical Review of the hifor-
mataon Base tor Current Assumptions Regarding the Stanae
of Imstruction gnd Achievement in Reading m the United
States, the tinad report ot g study directed by Reginald
Corder of the ETS Western Office n Berkeley, Cabforma,
for the U.S. Office of Educatton. Project 0-9031. 1971 The
full report 1s obtainable i hard copy or microtiche through
ERIC.ED 0S4 922,

The studgy was a survey ot research tront 1960 to 1970
bearing on three problems  the nature and extent of the
current deticit m tunctional literacy . the effectineness of
difterent mewnds of teaching reading. and the trammng of
teachers of reading. Using all possible bibhiographie sources.
the project staft hsted over 15,000 docaments beanng on
these three problems. These were rated independently by
fie evperts. and 1 853 were selected for entical review,
meluding 329 on the tirst problem. 120 on the first and
second. and 31 on all three Thus the chapter here summa-
nzed was based on a critical Took at 480 documents bearing
on probable deficienaes m reading abihty. The hst of all
1853 documents that were reviewed vecupies 134 pages of
the final report.

The reviews were done by 22 doctoral candidates at the
University of Calttoring m Berkeley . Appheants for this job
dl reviewed the same article, wsing g stapdard review tomm
ot eight pages developed by g techmeal commttee. The
most proficient partiapated i several traming sessivirs and
were monitored  thereatter by the staff member who
synthesized the reviews 1 eacliarea The reliability of those
aspects of the reviews that could be quantified was deter-
muted by having 200 articles reviewed ndependently by
two readers The coetficients were all above .70 except one
ol .02 tor a raung on “treatment.” windh was the most
sketehily reported. This use of doctoral candidates as
reviewers tutestatied the obgection that established teseardh-
ers are hy peravitical of the tesearch of others these young
students were bent only on extracting whatever solud mitor-
mation they could find in the published reports,
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The Task Defined. and Limitations ot the Data

For Chapter HI the reviewer's charge was to survey the
Interature published in the Umted States between 1960 and
1970 to determine the extent =¥ e readig problem i the
country. and te idenuty . analyze. and summuarize exting
sarsey and test data which indicate the reading abiliy of
vartous popudations 1 relation to “mdividual and ol
needs.”

Unlortunatels . Gepharts formulation (1970) holds true
tor the terature surveyed w this project:

“Many statements have been made which assert that our
soctety has a readrag problem. These assertions have been
made with sufficient authonity and frequeney that they
have been accepted as Tact. g reading problem exists
What s the desirable level of reading competence to be
achieved by the individual m our society” Fven more basi-
aally, what level of reading competence 1s necessary (o
tunction in our eulture? Neither ot these questions has
been amswered on etther an empirteal or g logieal bases.
Reading and reading achievement have been the target ot
measurement etforts over the years, but the data do not
answer the two questions ated above.™ (p. 46)

Hardly any of the hterature available forieview was con-
ceried with how well 4 defined population icad m compar-
o with any cntetion of mdivudual or social need There s
a budy of hterature companng boys with girls. Negroes
wih whites, Indians on and oft the res:nation, ete . but
very hittdle en how well any defined group read except m
reference to some other populstion

What s needed 1s o set of reading tashs known to repre-
seut the reading that has to be done by adults i varnious
walks ofute,and dava on the pertormance of these tashs by
representatine sampies of our popilation To some extent
this approach 1s being used in the Nanonal Assessment ol
Lducational Progress (1970) which itends to report per-
tormance on a lnmited set ot reading tashs m terms of the
petcent of detmed groups who were able (o perform each
task  Unfortunately no data were available at the wme of
this survey of the literature. A more complete sumple ol

This publication was prepared puncant to a contract with the National Institute ot tducation, U. S. Derartment of Health. dacation and
Welfure. Contractors undertaking such projects under government sponsor-hip are encouraged o express treely their judgment in professional
and teehinteal matters. Pownts ot view or opintons do nut, theretore, represen’ offical Nationat Institute of Edacation postion of policy
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reading tashs was bemg prepared by ETS under contract
with the U.S. Office of Fducatton durmg this sunvey . but
Jgam no data on pertormance were available.

In the absence of such data. the masn sources of mitormg-
ton on the readmg probleni m the United States that were
found useful in ths survey were thiee (1) data on dhiter-

&y reported by the US. Cepsus Bureau. (2) data on
presumed funcoonal literaey as mdicated by completion ot

five. erght. and twelve years 0¥ schoolmg by vanous popula-
totis, and (3) gade achicvement on watonally normed

teading tests at these levels

ILLITERACY

The U.S. Census Bureau defines hteracy as “the abtiny to
read and write a smple message in any language™ (Current
Population Reports, Series P-20. No. 217, p. 5). For census
purposes. all per Hns with more than five years of schooling
are counted as Iiterate. Those with less thun siv yeurs are
ashed whether they can read and wnte in any language. It
the mswer v yeeo they are classitied as hterate. 1f no.
iterate. Although this s far below the level of reading
abthe requred to meet indinvidual and social needs. e
medence of admmtted alliteracy  in various groups i
presumably - correlated with  deficienaies 1w functional
literacy, hence 1t shows where reading problems probably
e\t

The tollowmg table shows that iliteracy m the United
States has been dechnmg o o point that augurs s virtual
abolitton 1 the near tuture.

Hie next table shows that the iemammg thiteracy is npost
common - older groups. espectaliy those of age 6> anc
uler.

The third table shows how alliteraey dedhnes with years
of schooling.

Remember that m Tables 2 and 3 the numbers are per-
cents of the 0 of the population classitied as dhiterate
196Y. The 1970 census was not avalable.

The nearly unnersal school attendance of the preent
generiiton and the creased holding power of schools have
iade illiteracy  quite rare. Recent statisties  mdicate
iliteracy aate ot only 3 of one percent i the group aged
14 to 24, About 77 7 of those now classified as ithterate sre
over 45, OF those 25 years of age and over. 7.57 in the
South have had less than five years of schooling as com-
pared with 4077 m the West. 3777 m the Northeast. and

Talie 1. Percent Illiterates in the U.S.Population by Race, 1870-1969

Data tor 187019490 wre tor age 10.ond over see then, age 14 and over

1876 1S80 is90 1900 1910 1970 1930 1940* 1947 1952 1959 1969

lotal 200 170 133 10,7 7.7 6.4 4.3 29 2.7 28 22 1.0

White (BN 9.4 77 62 S0 4.0 3.0 2.0 1.8 1.8 1.6 0.7
8 448 RPN 23.0 16 4 10.5 11.0 102 7.5 36

Other 799 Ml 36

*Fstmated. **Negro only in 1969.

Source U S. Census Bu.cau, Current Population Reports, Sertes P-20. No. 217, 1971.

Table 2. Percent of illiterates. All Races.
in Four Age Groups, 1969

Age 14:24 25.44 45-64 65+

Male 8.6 16.7 36.3 38,
I emale 51 16.6 26 3 52.0
RBoth 6.8 16.5 313 45.4

(OF the male aibterates. all races. 867, were 14 {0 24 years old,
16.777 were 25 10 44 years old, ete )
Source  Ihid.

2.9 m the North Central. i metropolitan areas 4 377 else-
where 7.1/, Although the Negro sifrteracy rate »sstll 3 67
as compared wath 0.7 for whites. the ditference lies
maiely m those over 45 In the group aged 16 1o 24, the
literacy rate 1s 0.6°7 tor Negroes and 0.277 for wintes. One
hundred years ago the Negro dlliteracy rate was 80/, fifty
years age it was 2397 even ten years ago it was 7.57. The
reduction to less than one percent in the present generation
s remarkable. and the dnive toward equality of educattonal
oppottuntty may soon reduge 1t to sero

There may be a problem of Iiteracy that bas not aitracied
as much attention among persons of Spansh ongin The
Current. Population Report P20, No. 213, of the US.

I
s




Table 3. Percent of Ihterates. All Races. with 0-5 Yeurs iy School. 1969

Years inschoot 0 } 2 4 s (6+ avsumed hterate)
Male 57.0 J8.4 213 il. 3.6 3
I enale 38.3 458 2i6 54 1.4
Both 574 36 6 218 10,9 4.5 23

(OF the nuale dliterates, 37° had no shooling, 4847 one year. ¢

Souree [hid.

Burcau ot the Census (1971) 1dentitied respondents with

respect te Spanish orgne Arthough the mformaton 1s not

categorized m the same way s 10 other Population Reports

on iliteracy, reasonable estimater can be made. About 5.75

million persons of Spanwsh origin are 14 yeans of age and
3

older. Approximately 9.3 of tins group hinve completed
less than five vears of school as compared with .17 of the

W)

U.S. population i the same age range. Within the popula-
uon of Spamsh ongimn. educational attamment s fower for
those of Mexican and Puerto Rican background than for
those of Cuban., Central or South Americzn. or other
Spanish background. This suggests that illiteracy may be
more of a problem for Mexican and Puerto Rican than for
other Spanish Amertean groups.

FUNCTIONAL LITERACY AS INDICATED BY YEARS OF SCHOOLING

UNESCO. the Bureau of th* Census, and the US. Army
have suggested that 4 minmal fevel of functional iteracy
indicated by the completton of four or tive years of school-
mg. The Diasion of Adult Education of the US. Office of
Education has detined the educationally -hsadvantaged
populstion as those mdividuals 18 years of age and older
who have completed fess than eight years of formal school-
g (1967). Su:h persons are characterized as functionally
ilhterate. meanng that many can read and wnte m some
degree but are ungble to become productive citizens in
today’s society (p. 9). High sche ol graduation i treated m
this and other publications as the “inst sure indicatton of the
fevel of functional literacy req ured in American life. Sinee
most people have completed t err education by uge 25, we

shall be concerned in this section with the percent of
various groups aged 25 and older who have completed les.
than 3. 8. and 12 years of schooling. representing mimmal,
attainable. and opumal goals for the short-term future.

The contrast between the tigures for the total group aged
25 and older (at the left) and for those aged 25-29 (at the
right) shows agmn. as i the case of illiteracy . that lower
levels of schoohng are associated with age. Of about 6
milhion persons over 14 years who have less than § years of
school, sbout 320,000 are under 23 and about 4 milhion are
over 55. Thus the problem of msutficient schooling seems
to be on 1ts way out. The remaning shortages m the aduht
population are most sertous for those of Puerto Rican and
\.extcan hbackground. followed by Negroes

Table 4. Percent Aged 25+ with Less Than 5. 8. and 12 Years ot Schooling

Age I8 and OQver Age 25:29
In school
less than Total White Newro Male  Temale Total White Negro Mate 1 emale
3 yean 5.3 4.2 isld 59 4.7 1.1 0.9 25 1.4 0.8
8 years 14.4 12.3 12.4 15.4 i34 37 3.2 71 42 3.0
12 yeans 44.8 42.5 66.3 45.1 444 24,7 2.3 43.7 233 25.6

Source  Current Population Reports, Series P-20, No. 207, 1970
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Table 5. Percent Aged 25+ with Deticient Schoolng by Race and Resdence
WHILE NGRO
In S¢ hoot*
less than Fowd Metro Suburb Rural Farm Total Metro Suburb Rural Farm
Syean 4.2 4.7 26 sS4 54 15.1 98 12.2 26.0 37.9
8 yoan 12.5 12,9 8.4 15,9 18.§ 318 21.0 274 48.3 04,2
12 vean 42.6 43.7 e 48.8 38.1 06.3 61.1 616 784 88 3

Source. Current Population Reports, Sertes P-20, No. 207. 1970,

In Table 5 “Metro™ means “Metropolitan. central aty’™

“Suburb™ refers to areas outside the central caty: “Rural™”

to small cities and towns The figures on fength of schooling
for whites and Negroes come out as one nught expect  the
suburban population has the most schooling. followed by
metropolitan. rural. and farm, with the probably temporary
exceplion that suburban Negroes have stightly less educa-
tion than those in the central cities.

It does not require a table to document tle well-
publivized fact that length of schooling 15 related to
income. For example. the source cited above reports that

for the total employed male population the median years of
schooling were 10.6 for those makmg 3 to 6 thousand
dollars a year and 12.3 for those making 6 to 9 thousand
dollars a year. All indexes of educational attainment are
closely related to socio-econonuce status.

If five years ot schooling 1s accepted as the standard of
functional literacy. there are 8 nulhon functional dhiterates.,
o eight years. 19 million: 1f twelve years. of 70 million. The
deficit 1y related to age. race and ethnic ongin. location of’
residence, and region of the country (see p. 5).

FUNCTIONAL LITERACY AS INDICATED BY READING TESTS

Table 0 below 1s typrcal of several tables in the report,
derived from published norms for the most widely used
reading tests. showing the percent of students m a given
grade (here grade 8) whose scores equal or exceed the
average score made in that grade and m each of several
grades below

STEP II refers to the Sequential Tests of Educational
Progress. Series 11: MAT to the Metropohitan Achievement
Tests: CAT to the Califorma Acluevement Tests: and CTBS
to the Comprehensive Tests of Basic Skills. The source n
cach case 15 the published norms for the reading test in
these batteries. By definition 50% of the students in grade 8
must score at or above the average for that grade: hence the
first figure for each test 1s the same: but beyond that pomt

Table 6 Percent of Grade 8 Reading at or Above the
Averages of Grade 4-8

Test Grade 8 Grade 7 Grade 6 Grade 5 Grade 4
STEP NI 50 63 82 86 95
MA1 50 60 75 88 95
CAT 50 78 83 97 98
CTBS S0 68 76 86 -

4

the figures reveal the fact that pubhshers difter in scle: g
the population on which therr norms are based and 11 the
manner in which grede equivalent scores are computed.
Despite this vanation. there is enough i common n these
tables to jusufy the following conclusions. tf the figures are
regarded as approximations:

If we accept the reading level equivalent to the average of
grade 5 as the minmial standard tor meeting mdividual and
social needs. then about 1% of those with 12 vears of
education, 3% of those with 10 years, 13% of those with 8
years. and 30% of those with 6 years will read below tiis
standard.

It we accept the reading level equivalent to the average of
grade 8 as a sater and more desirable standard. then 13% of
those with 12 years of edu.ation. 24% of those with 1
years, and 50% of those with 8 years will read below this
standard.

Applying these rates to the distribution of years of
schooling of those aged 14 and over, 1t 1s estimated that
about 12,250,000 of our people read below the level of
grade 5.0 and 45,000,000 below the level of grade 8.0.

Table 7 based on the Coleman Report (1966). shows the
number of grade levels below the average white n metro-
politan Northeast represented by average Negro scores on
the STEP reading test m grades 6.9, and 12.
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Table 7 Grade Levels in Reading below Average White. Metropolitan Northeast.

Negro Metropohitan Non-metropolitan
Grade Northeast Midwest South Southwest West South Southwest North
6 1.8 1.8 21 2.1 2.1 2.7 24 2.2
9 26 2.3 3.0 3.0 .1 3 3.3 2.6
12 2.9 2.8 3.9 4.1 3.8 4.9 4.5 38

The only other ethme groups whose average scores in
grades 0. 9. and 12 were comparable distances below the

average white i metropohtan Northeast were those of

Puerto R:can background (3.1. 3 3. and 3.7). Mexican (2.4,
2.6, and 3.3). and Indian (2.0..2.3. and 3.2). Orientals were
1.0. 09 and 1.6 grade levels below at these three pornts.
Whites 1n other sections and non-metropolitan whites were
less than one grade level below with one exception. non-
metropolitan whites in the South were 1.0 below m grade
12. This amount of educational retardanion 1s sufticiently
accounted for by poverty. poor schools, irregular attend-
ance. parental education. and the like without resorting 10
the hypothesis that Neg.ves. Puerto Ricans. Mexicans. and
Indians have no talent for reading.

Reading and Intelligence

Smce the abihues measured by reading tests and “mtelli-
gence” tests have much in common. the correlation be-
iween the two scores 15 naturally high From several sets of
coefficients reported 1n this survey, the median correlation
may be conservatively esumated as about .80 about as
high as the correlation between one intelligence test and
another. Table 8 shows the anucipated grade level m read-

mg of students i four grades at six different levels of 1St
(miellectual status mdex-a refinement of 1Q that vields
roughly comparable numerical values):

The consistently high relationship between reading and
mtelligence scores suggests a reason tor the tailure of many
studies to find signiticant differences n reading when the
students are matched on ntelligence. Such matching
removes what the {wo tests have n common—so large a
fraction of the difference that nothing may be left exeept
error of measurement.

Reading Achievement of Adults

Few reports were found on the tested reading ability of
representative samples of adults Recently the U.S. Depart-
ment of Defense (1968) pubhshed some relevant data on
the reading ability of young recruits. In 1966 the Depart-
ment revised the entrance standards for nulitary service and
began accepting men who scored between the 10th and
30th percentiles on the Armed Forces Qualification Test
Table 9 shows the discrepancy between reading level and
years of schooling for these “New Standards Men” as com-
pared with regular personnel.

Table 8. Acticipated Grade Level m Reading at 6 Levels of “Intelligence™”

151 60 70 80 90 100 130
Grade 12 7.3 8.3 9.4 16.5 11.5 15.0
Grade i0 5.3 6.4 7.6 8.6 9.8 131
Grade 8 34 4.6 5.7 6.8 8.0 14
Grade 6 3.0 3.7 4.5 5.3 6.1 8.4

Source: Manuals tor the Cahifornta Achievement Tests. 1957 edition

Table 9. Reading Level and Years of Schooling of Two Types of Reeruits

Total Caucastan Non-Caucasian
Grade Level in Reading Schooling Reading Schooling Reading Schooling
New Standards Men 6.2 10.6 62 10.1 6.2 It.3
Regutar Personne! 10.9 11.9 1t.1 1.9 8.8 11.8

Source: Project One Hundred Thousand. Characteristics and Performance of New Standards Men.

LS. Department of Defense. 1968, ERIC  ED 031 634.
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This 15 another example of the relationship between read-
ing tests and “‘intelhgence” tests, here confirmed at the
adult level. 1t was to be expected that men scornng below
the 30th percentile on the AFQT would have a lower grade
level of reading ability than years of schooling, and that the
discrepancy would be greater for non-Caucasians.

Estimates of the Reading Problem

In 1969 the U.S. Oftice of Education conducted a question-
naire survey of reading needs reported by teachers and
principals in Tatle 1 elementary schools with compensatory
education programs. Such schools represent areas of great-
est need not a random sample of the schools of the
country - but the teachers reported that 437% of their pupils
showed a cntical need for a compensatory reading program.
Of the schools i large cities. 22% reported that more than
70% ot their pupils were recading one or more years below

grade level. as compated with 8¢ of rural and 6% of subur-
ban schools. The reading deficit was largest among Spanish-
Amernican and Negro pupils and was highly related to
estimated family mcor 2.

More representative figures based on a nationally repre-
sentative random sample of elementary and secondary
schools were released for the use of this survey by the
National Center for Educational Statistics before publica-
tion and were analyzed by Dwyer (1971). From 15 to 20
percent of the pupils i these schools have special problems
in reading to the extent that they cannot keep up with their
Jassmates without special mstruction or assistance. it was
estumated that about 4.7 million pupils with such problems
are in elementary schiools and 2.7 mullion m secondary
schools. Of those witht reading problems, 37% in elementary
schools and 46% 1n secondary receive no special instruction
or assistance. Again, the need for such treatment was
greater 1n large oty schools than mn suburban or rural
schools.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The over-all conclusion of this survey of research from
1960 to 1970 on the present defictt in functional literacy 1s
that the data base does not exist tor adequate estimates of
this deficit m terms of any cnterion ef “meeting individual
and soctal needs.” As already mdicated, the National
Assessment of Educational Progress will soon supply the
type of data needed the percent of vartous samples of our
population who were able to pertorm each ot a set of read-
g tashs representing the kinds of reading that have to be
done (or ought to be done) by adults mn vartous walks of
life. During this survey. the Office of Education supported
the preparation by ETS of a more comprehensive and
systematic sample of reading tasks., but these have not yet
been applied to any large sample of our population.

In the absence of such data, estimates of current defi-
ciencies 1n reading had to be based on Census Bureau
reports on Wlliteracy and on years of schooling completed
by various segments of our population. moditied by test
data showing the relationship of reading levels to years of
schooling and other factors. It s obvious that such
estimates can do httle more than single out the types of
students and adults who are probably having trouble with
reading or are not experiencing the full benefits of reading.
“He 15 not reading as well as the average student tn grade 57
(or grade 8) 15 not a very meaningful or useful definition of
a readmg problem when we do not know what the averige
student 1n these grades can or cannot do in reading or
whether this level of reading skill 1s adequate, more than

0

adequate, or far from adequate to meet individual and
social needs. All we can say 1= “If the reading level of
grade 5 is accepted as adequate, 12 million fall below, 1f
that of grade 8. 45 million.”” But we simply do not know
whether either level 1s adequate. or adequate in what
respects.

For example. in a nattonwide Gallup poll (reported by
TIME in July, 1965). 777 of the adults questioned sard
they had not read a book duning the past year, while m a
comparable sample 1n West Germany, only 33/ said they
had not read a book. How safe is the country in the hands
of people who do not read books? What deficiencies n
reading skills at any level account for this showing” What
do our pupils reed to be taught that will assure the continu-
ance of the habit of reading book's beyond grade 8, where 1t
apparently reaches a peak?

«+t 15 obvious that none of the data found m this survey of
the literature answers quest,ons like these. We do not have
to put up with vague guesses based on the level of reading
ability ordnarily attained 1n grade 5 or 8. ad the coming
surveys based on defined reading tasks bid fair to supply
much of the data we need. Meanwhile. the kinds of data
summarized in this bulletin can at least show educational
authonties where reading problems are likely to be found.
and the approximate number of students and aduits who
have these problems. But what these problems will turn out
1o be 1 a matter at least for the time being - for their own
mvestigation.
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